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The scribal act, the physical>act -of writing, of moving the pen or

-

pencil across the page so as to form dec{pherab1e‘words without ‘great
effort, is fundamental to the deve1opment of. writﬁnq skills. 'Shaughnessy“.'

“ K
‘ (1977), in her ground bread1ng book on basic wr1t1ng, echoes th1s when

- ~

she character1zes the bas1c‘wr1ter as st111 strugg11ng w1th the motor- - .
| _

menta] coord1nat1ons that have Tong aqo become unconsc1ous far more '
pract1ced wr1ters As 1onq as the mechan1ca1 processes 1nvo1ved Tn wr1t1ng
are themse]ves h1gh1y consc1ous c]ow or even ]abored the writer is not

11ke1y to have easy accesss to h1s7her thoughﬁs through wr1t1ng
' r? ‘ .
‘Graves (1978), in a research review s1gn1f1cant for its brewvity,

‘states, it i at the point of speed that we have underest1mated the

contr1but1on of handwriting to composing (p- 398) Research with young
~

writers-shows that they compose less’ effectqve1y because of the:-slowness
of the1r handwr1t1nq - He Ca1]s for research that attempts to uncover
the connect1on between: handwr1t1ng and wr1t1ng 'F1na11y; he po1nts out
that there is a seoarate body of research on handwr1t1ng and another on
wr1t1nq, but only in rare 1nstances have these two been connected.

The . body of research on handwr1t1ng has been very carefu]]y rev1ewed ‘)
by Askov Otto and Askov (1970), survey1ng the research of the 1960‘s,,
Aand Peck Askov and Fa1rch11d (1980), survey1ng.the 1970 S. Nowhere in

Asd

the one hundred and forty- one stud1es rev1ewed is a d1rect connect1on

«

between handwr1t1ng and‘compos1ng exaM1ned /
/ -

The body of research on, wr1t1ng also has exam1ned th1s connect1on
only s11ght1y No]d (1981)-found that for ch11qusand inexperienced
w-wr1ters, the burden ‘of the motor-task of form1ng letters may overwhe]m

7 o
‘ th€$ﬂ1m1ted capac1ty of short=term memory , 1nterfer1ng with the more g]obal

-
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. concerns of content and meaning. Pianko (1979) established the,sWower4pace

and traditiongl—groups produced approximately.

of basic writers. Her remedia

the same number of words _per/minute, but the. trad1t1ona1 group paused -

\ ‘o

v tw1ce as often as the remedial group The remed1a1 group, therefore, used
a greater amount of time to phys1ca11y write the same number of words.

"P\anko Judqed the remedial groups p1eces9as show1ng i t1e concern for

-

: content /for gett1ng the 1dea acroé%;to the reader The portra1t that
emerges is one of a: s]ow de11berate pace that absorbs attent1on, d1vert1ng

‘ it from the higher order concerns that produce p1eces r1ch in content and

-~

ideas. ‘ ‘ N
FTower and Hayes (1981), re1y1ng on. 1ns1ghts From cogn1t1ve psycho]ogy,'”

exp1a1n this s1tuat1on as one where the task of trans1at1ng ideas into

.

visible language 1nterferes w1th the morg\g]obai-processes of p1ann1ngy

'qenerat1ng and organizing 1deas accord1ng to goals estab11shed in the g1ven

r

wr1t1ng s1tuat1on. Dur1ng translat1ng, handwr1t1ng causes a f%&e/ order Qk ,
his |

disturbance invthe'h1erarchy of‘concerns involved 1nawr1t1ng,i

disturbance receives an‘inordinate'amount.of 1imited atténtion'resources‘

L v

depr1V1nq the h1gher order concerns of the attent1on needed for comp1ete

‘ development . : ‘ o
In th1s study, we exam1ned the re1at1onsh1p of handwr1¢1ng speed to the

-3

-syntactie- comp1ex1ty of - the 1anguage We tried to answer the fol]ow1ng
quest1ons Wilt the p1eces praoduced by wr1ters who have a s1ow handwr1t1ng

~speed be syntatt1ca11y TYess complex than those of writers who wkite . more -
: qu1ck1y? Wit the1r p1eces show less embedd1ng and branch1ng? T01wr1te.\
92 3 T .

) complex sentences with a variety of-clausal and non-c]ausa1 modafiérs,

requires that a writer manipulate a number of separad _linguistic bits,"

\‘
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r.more in fu]]-or‘neduced~ s
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.
e,

| trans1atinq thém\from ideas generated, st s
. \ M .-
form in- short term memory as others are recordediby hand If this very act

.

r . of recording Sy hand requires attention, not to mention a large amount of
) .
*‘attentibn,’ them the attention availabie for storage of- ideas and linguistic Q,

v N

':units becomes 1ess The resuitant syntax is less comp]ex because the writer

iy

P is unab e to store those things that create complexity. - 2: -
,YIJ

-syntactic comp]eXity, we decided to 1ook at the” features of the syntax

fder to examine the re]ationship betweeﬂ handwriting speed and

'

. of Writers identified as haVing a fast handwriting speeg and of writerS‘ e
‘ident' ed as haVing a- siow handwriting speed Since the 1iterature discussed
G, . ’ -
.o “ ear1ier wou]d suggest that basic. writers cou1d be expected to have a slower

- handwriting speed and, by impﬁication, traditiona1 COiiege writers coqu be

,}expected,to\have a faster handwriting speed, subJects for the *study" were,

o

chosen from four sectibns of Eng]ish 100, Basic writing, and four sections

'Il
‘

of‘Engiish ﬂOl Co]]ege Composition. o - : ‘ o . \:
From the 152 students in these eight secyiéns; the prob]em was now to .

identifnyhe thirty fastest handwriters and the thirty siowest handwriters
1 ’ ‘

- This became more of a prob]em than expected because in the 141 handwriting
. studies reViewed by Askov Otto and Askov and ﬁzck Askov ‘and Fairchiid

k'only seven direct1y dealt with handwriting 'speed, and, in: .all seven, speed

was a. secondary c0ncern The handwriting ;peed was’ usua11y estimated by
'haVing the students copy a pas%age that. was presented on the overhead or *
' cha]kboard In some cases students were a]]owed to read the passage severa1

\ times before being asked to copy Ht ) that they would: be fami1iar with R

~
o B ";**'“"_

N ‘ Al N ! .
.o . . . 4

.

the words
] yFor-our purposes invthis study, we wanted to estimateithe students’ ’

' maximum‘handwritingvrate, and we wanted this rate to.be representative -

[ 3

<
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" of- the max imum rate they m1ght use wh1Te actually compos1ng S1nce the
| ¢
handwr1t1ng research reports ment1oned earlie
—

upon method for measur1ng handwr1t1ng rate we decided to procee: under
7 \

“the foTTow1ng gu1deT1ne--the,max1mum handwr1t1ng speed shoqu be est1mated

r d1d not have an agreed

1n a s1tuat1on that comes cTose to compos1ng but that does not caTT for

actuaT c0mpos1ng and its add1t1onaT compTex1t1es N1th this. gu1deT1ne.
: /

~in m1nd we dec1ded on four dafferent ways t0feT1c1t the 'students’ maximum
- l

'speed The student’ S handwr1t1ng rate woqu be the h1ghest score 'on any one .

\'7-

v

£

. "‘of the four tests

The f1r§t test was based on KeTTogg Hunt S "ATum1num passage, a.

J

-,paragraph of short sentences about the mak1ng of a&um1num Students were'

-directed to f1rst comb1ne ‘the short sentences 1nto Targer sentences w1thout.

om1tt1ng any ideas, the standard "aTum1num" test procedure They were then
/

asked to copy the new comb1ned paragraph and ra1se the1r hand.when finished. ’
when the f1rst student f1n1shed, all students were asked~to stop, spread1ng'
them on a continuum of obmpTetionr we decided to use this "aTuminum" test ‘

' procedure because of our guideline of coming as cTose as poss1bTe to real

/.
.]compos1ng Here we reasoned tha&tme student wouhd be copy1ng a passage

that was cast 1h syntax that was 1nd1v1duaTTy representat1ve of the-wr1ter e

LB Y .

>+ Just as in normaT compos1ng The student would aTso be very fam111ar with
the pasSage, hay1ng sjust combined 1t lNone-of the eventuaTTy 1dent1f1ed

" thirty fast handwr1tef§ and th1rty sTow handwr1ters scored their h1ghest
rate on this test, s0.it was not cons1dered further N l

After the "aTum1num" test procedure we ‘then asked students to write

1

»el . )

" . 0 e

out fromrmemory-the k]edge of AJTeg1ance. We f1rst had two student -

‘ T : N ;
,voTunteers’rec1tef1t, and, next led. the whoTe class in rec1tat1on They :
AL
then wrote-the PTedge from memory, aga1n, be1ng asked to stop when the

¥
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f1rst person f1r1shed w1th this test e reasdhed that the wr1ter was’
'fam111ar w1th the mater1a1 and that he/she wou]d be transferr1ng somem1ng
from the m1nd te paper and not copy1ng from a source, Both of these

;A:" made this act1v1ty more like rea} cunpos1ng. of the sixty studentsgin

the'eventua1 samp{e, three scored thefr highest‘rate on th%s test '

g Next we asked the students to copy the Star Spang]ed Bahner’ wh1ch ‘
was printed at the top of a dittoed sheet. We then asked ¢hem to re-copy .
it as fast as they could. Here, dgain, all were askeg to stop when the v
first person finished we reasOned that students were‘fami1dar with the
material, and, s1nce they copied it f1rst at what m1ght be ca]]ed the
nonna] rate, they yere also fam811ar w1th the scr1ba1 requ1rements of |

the passage Th1s aga1n seemed close to the- shtuat13n of- norma] compos1ng )
Of the sixty subJects, forty one scored the1r highest .rates on the speeded

J

~.xcopy1ng andss1xteen on the nonna1 copang, these sixteen’ sens1ng that
speed was- 1mportant or wr1t1ng“nonna11y at a very fast rate
- ~To ensure that students d1dn‘t write at ‘breakneck speed producing
handwr1t1ng that was 11]eg1b]e, for all four tests we asked them to a]ways
| wr1te ]eg1b1y enough SO that at Teast they could nead 1t* ‘Again, we fe]t
v.th1s was the standard of 1eg1b111ty for actua] composwng Also, all’ fQur
‘tests were timed until the f1rst-person_was finished. Then'the“totat
Tetters produoed‘in each ‘test situation were:counted and.divided by the
time to produce a rate'score.fn 1etterskper mtnute. A studentfs highest
soore-on any-of the four tests was the score used to 1dentify the thirty'
- fastest and th1rty slowest handwriters. ,7: E

‘Within a week of the approx1mgt31y th1rty f1re minutes needed to e

{
.adm1n1ster these four tests, we returned to the c]ass for two consEcut1ve .

‘. . . .
. . A ‘ 4 : >
. R T . e .
. . . . T R . .. N R )
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class per1ods to supervwse the c0]1ect1on of a wr1t1ng samp]e from each
student We asked students to write 1n response to a persuas1ve task

.because research shows that this mode. requ1res the most comp]ex syntax

:F1rst, we ‘asked them to read  the task and do a-five minute freewr1t1ng fotused -
on it Then we asked them to. share their'freewriting in small groups ,.

supp]ement1ng the1r freewr1tﬁng with any notes from the d1scuss10n that

A}

.seemed u eful F1na11y, we had'a full c]ass d1$cuss1on about the task

U -

and wr1t1n about 1t These three activities wEFE\%ntended as pre wr{t1ng'
f b act1v1ty becauSe s ince- we were: go1ng to collect only one p1ece of wr1t1ng,
© we Wanted to ensure that students were able to develop the1r 1deas and
strateg1es as comp1gte1y‘P§\poss1b1e eWe then gave the students the rest
of that’ first c]ass and a]] of the second to wr1te and:-revise a p1ece

The wr1t1ng of the th1rty fastest and th1rty s]owest/handwr1ters was (:

. then ana]yzed -for eighteen d1rect or der1ved syntact1c var1ab1es. Two

o

graduate ass1stants drd the ana]ys1s, ana1yz1ng half of the papers “and

-»

then ana]yz1ng an. add1t1ona1 ten percent of the other graduate. ass1stant S
{ papers T ana]yzed a random]y se]ected quartervyof a]] the papers so

_tha} we then had three -way checks on the re11ab111ty of, the ana]ys1s

The re11ab111ty coeff1c1ents ranged from .99 to .94.

The f1rst th1ng we learned from the results of the ana]ys1s was that

4 -

'our assumpt1on that basic Zi;ézrs would be character1zed by a slower hand- })ﬂ

writing speed was false. of the thirty fastest handwr1ters were basic

. (- L 4
writers. We were a1so surpr1sed to find that almost ha]f th1rteen of . ..
th1rty, of the s1owest handwr1ters were trad1t1ona1 college ‘writers. We )

began to investigate handwr1t1ng speed because we wanted to 1earn more ;gout/

bas1c wr1ters, but we actually. ended up 1nvest1gat1ng a behav1or that

v
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character1zes wr1ters across ‘the board what we or1g1na11y saw as a 1 x 2

-

'des1gn with speed as the main effect now changed‘to a\i X 2, speed and

. class as. the ma]n ‘effects.

-

Resu]ts of the syntact1c ana]ys1s 1nd1cated that cTass was a s1gn1f1cant

hain effect for eleven of the e1ghteen syntact1c var1ab1es Basic writers: * .

produced s1gn?f1cant1y fewer words, s1gnnf1cant1y fewer T-uhits and

s1gn1f1cant1y fewer clauses than traditional co]]ege wr1ters However,

“the ‘length of- their T-un1ts and.clauses as ca]cu]ated by words per T- un1t

and .words per clause, were-not significantly different. Neither was the
. ' o : 4

number of clauses per T-unit, the subordination ratio. It would seem

" then that basic writers simply write fewer T-un%ts, but these'T-units

~are just as 1ong apd -contain subord1nate clauses of the same 1ength and

at the same frequéncy as trad1t1ona1 college writers. Bas1c wr1ters 1n

.th1s study, as has been observed frequent]y, showed a striking 1ack of

"overa11 wr1tten f]uency At th1s po1nt in the ana]ys1s, it appeared _\ ,gucf )

that bas1c wrﬁters and traditional wr1ters wr1te the same type ofe T-unit,

b_the basic wr1ters just‘wr1t1ng fewer of them Further ana]ys1s of the

! L

structure of the1r T-umts indicated that th1s§4as far from the truth o

Lz Very s1gn1f1cant d1ffecences in: the structure of their T units were f

1N

noted when we exam1ned the three free mod1fier pos1t1ons, 1eft branched

medial embedded and r1ght branched Trad1t1ona1 college wr1ters produced

twice as many left- -branching structures and these structdres were algost
tw1ce-a;§1ong as those of bas1c wr1ten§ Traditional co11ege writers also

“produced‘almost three times as many‘r1ght-branching structures, these

- N '»'

\ - . o - ' . ‘
‘Structures were three and one-half: times as long as those of bas#C writers, . f
-and they made‘up a'significantiy higher percengaée of theiéfta1 words : a
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in the p1ece These striking]yasignificant differences demonstrate that

<

' basic writers and trad1t1ona1 wr1ters wr1te dec1ded1y d1fferent types

of T un1ts, especially in the r1§ht branch1ng position, a pos1t1dn est-»

.-

ablished as chara@ter1st1c of mature comp1ex syntax o e A
The d1fferences in the syntactic patterns of bas1c writers and trad- X
‘ 1t1ona1 co11ege writers were frequent and str1k1ng, but what of handwr1t1ng |
| ‘\speed tﬁe ma1n effect that we or1g1na11y set out to 1nvest1gate The -
RN mu1t1var1ate ana]ys1s of var1ance for handwr1t1ng speed indicated that it
was not a s1gn1f1cant main effect for’ any of the e1ghteen syntactic
var1ab1es However handwr1t1ng speed d1d approach s1gn1f1cance as.a main -
-effect for‘tota] words (.07), total T- un1ts (.09) and number of right-.-
,'branchﬁng‘free modifiers (.09). This fact coupled with what Yooked 1ike
.,some‘interesting patterns among the. cell means 1ed us to use post hoc
He1mertlmean contrasts to see.df these patterns were statistica11y signi-
ficant. - : ' L | . . f o . ’-
‘ The cell means for ‘total’ words, total T- un1ts and total clauses :
- showed the same- stat1st1ca11y significant pattern, name]y, trad1t1ona1
co]]ege wr1ters who were a1so fast handwrrters produced more words, more .
T dh1ts and more clauses than any bf the other subJects»whether they were
"+ also trad1t1ona1 co]]ege wr1ters or fast handwr1ters ; These trad1t1ona1/
,' fast wr1ters a]so produced s1gn1f1cant1y more words in 1eft branch1ng
tructures and s1gn1f1cant1y more r1ght branch1ng structures and words

—

< in r1ght branch1ﬁg structures In fact, trad1t1ona1 col]ege writers
» .
who were also fast: handwr1ters f1n1shed higher on. fourteen of eighteen
»
measures when compared to trad1t1ona] co]]ege writers who were slow hand-

) wr1ter, although the d1fference was s1gn1f1cant only for the six measures

Just ment1oned. Th1s ‘same pattern, an advantage to the fast handwr1ter,
’ A

-
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was also presentvin the basic writer§ for fourteen aﬁythe'eightééﬁ"'""""*” ’’’’’’
var1ab]es, a1though none of the d1fferences.reached stat1st1ca1 s1gn1f1cance

°

In c1os1ng, let me summarize in two areas, one theoret1ca1 and one

w .

imstructional. First, theoretical. Th1s study lends 51gn1f1cant support

to the'body 6f research that”deécribea the différences in syntax>of -
‘bas1c and trad1t1ona1 college writers,. confirming préevious research tnat
1nd1cated differences 1n overa]] f]uency and differences' in the use of
Jeft*and r1ght-branch1ng structures. This research also” makes a f1rst - {
attempt to clarify the specu]at1ons about how handwriting speed is re1ated v
“to compos1ng, supp1y1ng at least some ev1dence that there is an advantage

- to having a fast handwr1t1ng Speed, for traditional co]]ege wr1ters_f0r 1

v snre and_quite possiply fer'basie writers. Finally, instrgctjbna1}y; ‘
this study would imply that {we teachers of writing‘should'enequrage ou}‘\ B
,traditiona] coiiege wrtters 0 write rapid]y-when they draft thei?:pieces.
Encourag1ng this scribal f]uency has been v1sed for bas1c wr1ters, but
this study cone1uges with empirical support for also recommend1ng th1s to '

- traditional college writers. Scribal fluency seems to allow for a max-

imizing of syntactic fluency, and it is, therefore,'someth1ng we shqu]d ‘ )
encourage in.all our students. \

b :
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TABLE 2 .

Marginal and Cell Means by Class and Speed for Number of Left-Branched
Structures, Words in Left-Branched Structures, Number of Right-Branched
Structures, Number of Medial Embeddings, and Words Medially Embedded -

e

SR —— -
100 101
2.94 6.00 4.27
13.65 - 26.23 19,10
Slow Y .61 50
. 2.00 4.85 3.23
| .06 T 231 17
SPEED- - 29 R 285 1.40
| v _3.07 ~ - 5.20 7.13
RN - 27.87 22.00
Fast RN 1.73 | 1.10
2.60 , 12.53 7.57
.27 40 33
1.13 2.93 2.03
3.00 “5.57 .
14.81 27.11 3
.44 1.21 N
2.28 8.96
16 .36
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TABLE~3 - @
Marg1na1 and Cell Means by Class and Speed for Total Free Mod1f1ers, WOrds
in Free Modifiers, Percent of Words in Free Mod1f1ers, Percent of Words

in Left-Branching Structures, Percent of WOrds in R1ght Branching Structures
and Percent of Words Med1a11y Embedded

i

CLASS
100 S [0}
3.41 . 6.92 , 4.93
v 15.94 . 33.92 ' 23.73
SLOW . 8% 12% - 10%
, 7% o 9% 8%
‘o 1% 2% 1%
SPEED 0% o 1% 0%
— 3.80 ' "~ 7.33 5.57
19.87 43.33 31.60
FAST 9% : 13% ' 1%
7% 8% . 8%,
1% _ 4% : 2%
1% S8 . 1%
3.59 EA A T
17.78 38196
8% 12%
7% 9%
1% ’ 3% - C
0% - 1% (
L]




